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ABSTRACT- This paper assesses the anthropomorphic forms depicted in 
four established Malaysian brands. They are Julie’s, Habib, Karangkraf and 
Happy Prepaid. In order to measure its effectiveness in brand design, a 
Visual Content Analysis approach is employed. This qualitative method 
which involves multiple case studies of selected brand design, analyzes 
the visual components of the selected brand design and extracting its 
underlying meaning. The findings show that each of the brand design 
contains variety of anthropomorphic forms which are unique and discernible. 
For the purpose of reference, we categorize each of the anthropomorphic 
forms as Literal, Partial, Abstract and Typographic. Literal means that the 
brand design exhibits almost accurate human character. Partial means 
that the brand shows certain part of human form like hands, head, eye, 
silhouette, etc. Abstract suggests that the brand exhibits conceptual 
human form. Typographic means that the brand design contains typefaces 
that display gesture or facial expression. Despite being distinctive, we 
also discover that the samples suggest meaningful expression, which 
can establish relationship with the consumers. We conclude that the 
anthropomorphic forms (Literal, Partial, Abstract and Typographic) found 
in the selected Malaysian brand design are not only meant for decorative 
reason but possess communicative value which is relevant in marketing 
and promotion.
Author Keywords: Personification; Anthropomorphism; Brand Design; 
Marketing
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I.     INTRODUCTION
A brand is an essential communication tool in marketing, which contains graphic 
elements such as symbols, icon, typography and images that represent a 
company, product and services [13]. The objective of a brand is to help marketers 
prolong recognition and influence consumer’s purchasing decision. So how can 
a brand design promote itself? Scholar asserts that the design of a brand should 
not be tactically but strategically well-thought-out. In other words the designer 
should carefully exploit all kinds of design options (color, fonts, shape, etc.) so 
that the final outcome will reveal the true identity of the brand [7].  
In relation, certain Malaysian brand design such as PETRONAS, AIR ASIA, 
MALAYSIA AIRLINE and PROTON are already accepted internationally. This 
recognition, in a way, illustrates just how important it is for designer and marketer 
to give thoughtful attention to the detail artwork and communicative aspect of the 
brand design before releasing it to the public. However, if this matter is neglected, 
it is likely that the artwork will be rejected. For instance, in 2012, an online article 
from the Malaysian insider states that the ministry of information of Malaysia 
had received wide criticism for cancelling the 2012 National day logo designs 
completion [19].  Instead, the ministry released a new design, which comprises 
words in different fonts, the “Jalur Gemilang” (Stripes of Glory), the “1 Malaysia 
logo” and the theme “Janji Ditepati” (Promise Fulfilled), all using the four colors of 
the national flag (Figure 1).  Unfortunately, according to the report, cyber citizens 
and graphic designers said that the logo was poorly constructed and contains 
too many unnecessary items, thus fails to convey the image of progressive and 
modern country. To avoid more controversy, the ministry pulls out the logo and 
replaced it with 1 Malaysia logo.
Fig. 1:Malaysia 55 National day celebration logo 
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1.1 Problem Statements
In theory, viewers of all ages will have the tendency to respond, interact and 
relate to all kinds of object that exhibit human traits. For example, a study by 
scholars shows that most people tend to have social connection with a car [3, 6]. 
This social attachment can be described as the outcome of anthropomorphism 
[12].  Many researchers state that anthropomorphism can induce consumers to 
establish strong relationship with the subjects [3,12]. In spite of the abundance of 
literature, surprisingly there is limited research on how Malaysian brands utilize or 
exploit anthropomorphism for the sake of marketing purpose and whether or not 
that the thought on anthropomorphism is taken considerably in the design. The 
lack of studies in this particular area creates a gap in the knowledge of Malaysian 
brand design. Hence this paper attempt to assess the anthropomorphic forms 
found in Malaysian brand design in order to establish its usefulness and to extend 
the knowledge to brand designer and marketer.
1.2 Research Questions
RQ1: What anthropomorphic forms does the brand design take?
RQ2: How the brand design communicates meaning?
RQ3: Do the anthropomorphic forms in the brand design reflect the company 
image?
1.3  Objectives
O1: To assess the anthropomorphic forms found in the selected brand design.
O2: To identify the meaning implied by the selected brand design.
O3: To describe the functional aspect of the anthropomorphic form in the brand 
design.
1.4 Anthropomorphism or Personification
Atkinson states the term anthropomorphism derives from two Greek words, anthro 
which means human and morph which means form or shape [2]. Guthrie states 
that the term anthropomorphism was initially referred to a representational object 
of gods, deities and spiritual entities. However, nowadays it has been accepted in 
many disciplines especially in the arts [12]. Hutson states that anthropomorphism 
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is a kind of perception that is naturally developed in human since infancy hence, 
viewers are able to discern human form and sense its presence in non-living 
things, inanimate and animals [14]. A study by scientists discovers that the human 
infant has already developed the ability to recognize and distinguish various kind 
of emotional expression such as smile, sad and angry [15].  A three-year-old child 
would think (or believe) that anything is mindful (conscious). As the child grows, 
he or she will realize the difference between conscious and unconscious [11]. 
1.5 Anthropomorphism Theories
According to DiSalvo and Gemperle, the ability to discern anthropomorphism is 
a sophisticated mental process especially at adulthood stage [8]. In this regards, 
they suggest that designers tend to exploit anthropomorphic form to attract 
and arouse human instinct. A case study conducted by researchers indicates 
that iconic animated character Hello Kitty created by Sanrio is very successful 
in establishing social connection with consumers [16]. The study also identifies 
eight marketing strategies. They are simplicity, character licensing, third party 
collaboration, capitalizing on nostalgia, product line extension, brand extension, 
sustaining consumer interest and harnessing technology. 
In order to understand how anthropomorphism performs, Guthrie offers four 
theories, The Familiarity Thesis, The Comfort Thesis, The Best-Bet Thesis 
and The Social Thesis [12]. The Familiarity Thesis is the basic concept of 
anthropomorphism that offers this notion: When we try to explain about the 
unknown world (phenomenon), we would turn to ourselves as reference because, 
“these are the easiest or most reliable” source (Guthrie, 1993). The second view 
of anthropomorphism perception is called Comfort Thesis. The Comfort Thesis 
states, “Discovering humanity around us necessarily makes us feel better than 
not discovering humanity”. Design scholars also share this notion. DiSalvo et. 
al state that human would feel comfortable only around human race [8]. The 
third theory which is called The Best-Bet Thesis states “in the face of chronic 
uncertainty about the nature of the world, guessing that some thing or event is 
humanlike or has a human cause constitutes a good bet… if we are right we 
gain much … if we are wrong, we usually lose little”. Barnes (2003) suggests 
that betting (guessing) is a natural instinct that can help people survives from 
any potential threats [4]. The fourth theory, Social Thesis refers to the act of 
attributing human characteristic to non-human (animals, objects, tools etc.) in 
order to interact and behave towards them [5]. For example, ASSIMO (Advance 
Step in Innovative Mobility) humanoid robot, developed by Honda R&D Co., 
Ltd., has a real time communication feature that enables user to engage socially 
with it (Figure 2). In an online article, the project leader at Honda R&D Co., Ltd. 
Satoshi Shigemi states that communication is the key factor in developing a 
humanoid robot. In order for it to work, the anthropomorphic feature of the robot 
must be able to comfort people so that they can communicate and interact more 
confidently [22]. 
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Fig. 2:Honda’s ASSIMO (Advance Step in Innovative Mobility)
1.6 Anthropomorphism in relation to consumer
According to Aggarwal and McGill, marketers often exploit anthropomorphism to 
make the products look appealing. For example character mascots (Figure 2), Mr. 
Peanut, Tony the Tiger and Michelin Man are anthropomorphized (designed) to an 
extent that their appearance influence consumer to sense human-like presence 
in them [3]. According to Magdalinski character mascot is an advertising agent, 
which is designed to “communicate essentials qualities of a product to consumer” 
[17]. 
Choi, Michael and Biocca states that “When a user interacts with a human-like 
virtual agent, talking and moving in a vividly simulated audio-visual environment, 
more sensory cues will be involved and perceived by the users [6]. Such an 
interaction will lead to a higher degree of telepresence than if no agents were 
present. Also, it is expected that a higher degree of social presence will be 
conveyed as the user interacts with an agent capable of both verbal and nonverbal 
cues”. Knowing that the advantage of anthropomorphism in visual communication 
is abundant, marketing scholars began to introduce it in brand design. Aakers in 
her study recognizes brand personality as ‘the human characteristics associated 
with a brand’) and developed a scale to measure brand personality [1]. Fournier 
investigates the relationships between consumers and brands, and discovers 
that the relationships with brands were ‘valid at the level of lived experience 
of consumers’ [10].  According to Puzakova et al., due to anthropomorphic 
characteristic, consumers begin to build strong relationship with the brands and 
regard them as human [18].
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Fig. 3:Mr Peanut, Tony the Tiger and Michelin Man 
2.      METHOD
2.1 Case study of Malaysian Brands
This study employs qualitative method that integrates multiple case studies and 
visual content analysis. According to Rose, visual content analysis offers clear 
methodological guidelines and useful in approaching a large number of images 
(visuals) in a consistent manner [20]. Basically it involves looking at the formal 
elements namely form, line and typographic. These elements are the descriptors, 
which are the basis for establishing the meaning that are embedded in the brand 
design. Hence this method is necessary since it provides the instrument to 
scientifically assess Malaysian brand design in relation to anthropomorphism. 
Four established Malaysian brands have been sampled for this study. They 
are Julie’s (representing Food industry), Habib (representing Jewelry industry), 
Karangkraf (representing publishing industry) and Happy Prepaid (representing 
Telecommunication industry). These Malaysian brands are chosen because 
they depict anthropomorphic forms, which can be categorized as Literal, Partial, 
Abstract and Typographic. Literal means that the brand exhibits full or almost 
complete human character. Partial means that the brand shows certain part 
of human form like hands, head, eye, silhouette, etc. Abstract means that the 
brand exhibits conceptual human form. Typographic means that the brand design 
contains font that display gesture or facial expression.
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3.      FINDINGS
3.1 Case study Julies’s 
Julie’s (Figure 4) is a brand of a local biscuit company in Malaysia. Based on 
our observation, this brand design can be categorized as Literal simply because 
it portrays a plausible cartoon figure of a female character. The brand also 
incorporates typographic elements and geometrical shape, which dominates the 
whole design. 
Fig. 4: Julie’s logo
The cartoon figure is shown only on the upper body whereas the lower body is 
cropped in an oval frame. The female character hair color is blonde (yellow) and 
tied with blue ribbon, thus suggests foreign ethnicity. She is depicted wearing a 
blue shirt with a red vest. The design of Julie’s brand suggests that it is meant 
to meet the standard of international market. This is noticed by the image of the 
blonde girl and the name Julie’s, which is a typical western name.
The use of foreign ethnicity (name, image, style, etc.) is commonly found in local 
scene as well. One of the reasons is that local consumer tend to believe that 
foreign values are more appealing and reliable. In spite of that, we discover that 
the character face is lacking of expression and her body posture is stiff. This 
implies that she is a fictional character and does not represent a real person. 
In terms of meaning, Julie’s brand design manages to reflect the company’s 
personality and influence consumers on judgment and purchase intentions. 
The tagline “Bake Better Biscuits” shows the company’s commitment to achieve 
customers’ satisfaction and build long-term consumer confidence and trust in its 
product. 
3.2 Case study Habib Jewel 
Habib (Figure 5) is a local brand of a local Jewelry company. Based on the overall 
design, Habib can be categorized as Partial mainly because its design portrays 
certain parts of a human hand. 
Likewise the design also incorporates typographic element and geometrical 
shape. The dominant aspect of this brand design is the diamond shaped object 
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placed in between the hands, which brings meaning to it. In this sense, the 
audience may perceive ‘Habib owning the precious jewelry’. The brand logo also 
promotes desire for audience to own the jewelry. To suggest the idea of elegance 
and preciousness, four crossed line are created inside the diamond shape to 
portray ‘shine’. The typeface appearance looks clean, bold and sharp angular 
lines compliment the typeface selection that looks somewhat modern and edgy.
Fig. 5: Habib logo
3.3 Case study Karangkraf
Karangkraf (Figure 6) is a brand design from a local publishing company, which 
can be categorized as Abstract. This is mainly because the brand design portrays 
a conceptual figure form incorporated with typographic element and geometrical 
shape. 
Fig. 6: Karangkraf logo 
The conceptual anthropomorphic form is composed in a circle frame, which is a 
similar approach as discussed in Julie’s brand design. However the detail such 
as face and body parts are not included. Having said this, the brand logo evokes 
the sense of simplicity and modern. The visual elements are being stylized to 
help audience recognize the brand logo easily. This is based on a notion that a 
simple form is much easier to remember unlike complex form. By combining two 
major elements in harmonizing the arrangement or symbol and letter of design 
elements, the brand logo manages to reflect the sense of quality and reliability.
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3.4 Case study Happy Prepaid
Happy Prepaid (Figure 7) is a brand from a local telecommunication company. 
Since the brand design uses only typefaces and has no conceptual figure 
component, it can be categorized as Typographic. To accentuate the notion of 
happiness, the brand design is manipulated in a way that the tail of the letter “y” is 
extended and bended to form a smiling expression. The counter form of the letter 
“a” & “p” also accentuate the expression of happy face. 
Fig. 7: Happy prepaid logo 
A good brand design should be able to sink into the memory of the audience. The 
same can also be said about Happy Prepaid brand design. The simplicity of the 
brand name is delivered by the appropriate typeface with minimal modification 
to show the meaning of happiness. It is also suitable to use sans-serif typeface 
with rounded edge to promote casual and friendliness. Since it is simple and 
distinctive, this brand design has high visibility to compete with its rivals in the eye 
of viewers. With strong and bold color, Happy Prepaid brand design demands 
for attention. In the aspects of anthropomorphism, it clearly depicts human face 
through the formation of the word mark in associating its clients or viewers with 
their brand promise. With regards to production purpose, this brand design is 
easily applied onto various types of media since the form is not complicated 
and designed to survive with single color. In consideration of these aspects, the 
Happy Prepaid brand design is successful in delivering its corporate philosophy 
and values through simple and distinctive design.
4. CONCLUSION
A brand is a marketing agent that is mandatory in the commerce world. In 
view of this, we believe that the artwork and the communication aspect of a 
successful brand do not solely depend on visual appeal rather it will also need 
a motivational factor called anthropomorphism. In this study, four different types 
of anthropomorphic forms that are commonly found in most brand design have 
been identified. They are Literal, Partial, Abstract and Typographic. Each of 
these anthropomorphic forms has the potentials to disseminate meaning and 
communicate value in terms of brand personality and quality. Based on these 
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notions, it shows that anthropomorphism has a role to influence purchase 
decision. Hence we recommend that Malaysian designers and marketers should 
take full advantage of anthropomorphism for the sake of strengthening a brand 
design and establish social connection with consumer.
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